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President Eduardo Frei's effort to breach the strained relations between his civilian government
and the military appear doomed in the face of opposition from military and right-wing political
opponents. The defiant stance of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990), who led the 1973 coup and
17- year dictatorship that followed and who still heads the Chilean army, has undermined the
president's reconciliation plan and contributed to recent violence.
The resurgence of tension between the civilian government and the military heightened during
the commemoration of the 22nd anniversary of the coup that overthrew the democratically elected
government of Salvador Allende. Confrontations between demonstrators and police resulted in
at least one death and scores of arrests. Pinochet was named head of the army in 1973 by Allende
only three weeks before leading the coup that toppled the president. Ever since Chile began
the transition to democracy in 1990, relations between the civilian government and the military,
especially Pinochet, have been guarded.
Although he stepped down as head of state, Pinochet has continued to wield considerable power
as head of the army, which remains largely outside the civilian government's control. In addition,
while in power Pinochet drafted the 1980 Constitution, which along with the negotiations leading to
the transition, allowed the general to appoint eight senators, making any legislative or constitutional
changes to decrease his power extremely difficult. Also, in 1978 Pinochet signed an amnesty decree
protecting the military from prosecution for human rights abuses. One of the few exceptions to that
amnesty were the assassinations of Orlando Letelier and his aide Ronni Moffitt in Washington, DC,
in 1976 (see NotiSur, 06/02/95).
In late May, when the Supreme Court upheld the conviction of generals Manuel Contreras and
Pedro Espinoza for the Letelier and Moffitt murders, the carefully balanced relationship between
the civilian and military authorities began to unravel (see NotiSur, 06/02/95). The prolonged efforts
by the generals to avoid compliance with their sentences have pushed Chilean democracy to the
edge (see NotiSur, 06/16/95). Contreras, pleading health problems, continues to elude imprisonment
and, following a hernia operation in August, remains in the naval hospital in Talcahuano, 400 km
south of Santiago. When Espinoza finally entered the specially built prison at Punta Pueco on June
20, Frei issued a statement saying his jailing "demonstrated that in Chile respect for law and order
prevails."
However, the army continued to show its displeasure. On June 24, more than 1,000 army officers
and their families demonstrated in front of the Punta Pueco prison, which was built 35 km north
of Santiago to house high-ranking military. According to unofficial sources, the presence of top
active-duty army officers at the Punta Pueco demonstration was instigated by Pinochet to pressure
the Frei government on several issues. The issues included not jailing Contreras in Punta Pueco,
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amplifying the amnesty law to cover all pending legal cases involving human rights, and granting
a pay raise to the military. At the same time, Pinochet set off a firestorm of protests with remarks
that the sentences were "unjust." "This process was unjust," said Pinochet. "They set up an ad hoc
tribunal similar to the tribunal at Nuremberg." The general's remarks brought renewed demands
that he be removed as head of the army and prosecuted for human rights violations.
Frei, however, was determined to move the country beyond the animosities of the past and lessen
the tension, which most analysts described as the worst since Pinochet stepped down in 1990. On
Aug. 1, Frei met with Pinochet, calling on him to "contribute in a national and forward-looking spirit
for national reconciliation." Jose Joaquin Brunner, secretary general of government, said the meeting
was "frank and constructive" in that both the president and Pinochet exchanged their points of view
on "various institutional matters." On Aug. 3, the Senate president, Partido Democrato Cristiano
(PDC) Gabriel Valdese, began conversations with deputies from the rightist Union Democrata
Independiente (UDI) and the Partido de Renovacion Nacional in Congress to discuss the question of
amnesty as well as military demands for a pay increase.
"The conditions are there and the climate is propitious," said Alejandro Foxley, leader of the
PDC, referring to the possibility of finding a formula to close the 600 cases now in the courts
as well as clarify what happened to the disappeared. On Aug. 8, the government announced it
would recommend a pay raise for the military. However, it also conditioned further progress
on civilian-military tensions to Contreras's submission to civilian authority by entering prison.
Nevertheless, Frei pushed forward with his efforts at building reconciliation by initiating a broadbased consultation among members of his own party and among leaders from opposition parties,
Congress, the judicial branch, the military, and the Catholic Church.
On Aug. 21, Frei outlined his proposal in a televised speech to the nation. "It is more evident
than ever before that some national institutions are far from functioning appropriately, and that
the presidential authority is restricted by provisions outside of our constitutional tradition," said
the president. "Our country has witnessed a resurgence of animosities between the military and
important sectors of Chilean society. One side feels harassed and persecuted, victims of political
revenge, while the other demands that the military not have any privileges not enjoyed by the rest of
Chileans."
The president's plan aimed to complete Chile's process of transition to democracy by doing away
with institutional anomalies that thwart the civilian government. Frei called for accelerating the legal
processes regarding forced disappearances between 1973 and 1978, and ending all legal proceedings
once the whereabouts of a disappeared person is determined. However, the person responsible
for the disappearance would neither be tried nor sentenced. The second proposal modifies the
Systematic Armed Forces Law, putting military officers under civilian control and establishing the
right of the civilian government to name or remove officers. Finally, Frei's proposal would end the
terms of the appointed senators and make structural changes in the Constitutional Court and the
National Security Council.
Frei's coalition has an amply majority in the Chamber of Deputies but is the minority in the
Senate because of the appointed deputies. Jovino Novoa, president of the UDI, characterized
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the presidential initiative as "a joke." Novoa said that Chile is not yet ready to allow the civilian
government control over the military. Pinochet's response was also tepid. "When oil and vinegar
are mixed, you get nothing," he said referring to putting legislation dealing with pending trials
along with legislation dealing with the Systematic Armed Forces Law. The opposition in the Senate
quickly rallied against the president's first proposal. The Partido de Renovacion Nacional (PRN)
and the Union de Centro (UCC) joined with the UDI and the eight Pinochet-appointed senators to
reject out of hand allowing the executive to retire members of the military high command. Their
opposition threatens Frei's effort "to improve Chile's imperfect democracy," despite the support of
all three major parties in Frei's Concertacion coalition.
The apparent failure of the president's plan highlights the frustration of the administration that
has been unable to break Pinochet's hold on power. Nevertheless, on Aug. 25 Frei repeated his
commitment to national reconciliation, despite the defeat of his first proposal. Although stung by
opposition from the pro-military rightists, Frei vowed to keep trying to amend Chile's Constitution
to reduce the armed forces' powerful role in politics. Tension increased as the calendar moved
nearer to Sept. 11, the anniversary of the military coup.
Retired Gen. Sergio Huidobro who played a key role in the coup warned that the country was in
a similar political situation to that 22 years ago when Allende was overthrown. "I am very worried
because what happened before is repeating itself exactly," said Huidobro in an interview criticizing
the president's proposal. "Allende's lack of respect for the Constitution was the detonator that
exploded everything....And, if the Constitution is modified now, anything could happen." Huidobro
blamed the present crisis on the governing Concertacion coalition "that is being steered by the
extreme left."
Pinochet further angered democratic sectors when he spoke to supporters gathered outside his
home on the 11th. The day of the coup "was the day we recovered freedom for Chile," said the
general. "We did something good, because our country is now doing very well." The same day leftist
demonstrators, calling for Pinochet's removal, clashed with police when they tried to approach La
Moneda, the government palace. Violence erupted in central Santiago as well as near the cemetery
where Allende is buried. One demonstrator was killed, five others were injured, and more than
160 were arrested. That night, Frei, returning from a trip to Mexico, repeated his commitment to
reconcile the polarized Chilean society. "The only road for this country is reconciliation," he said.
[Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/01/95, 08/03/95, 08/25/95; Notimex, 07/24/95, 08/26/95; Deutsche
Press Agentur, 08/30/95; Associated Press, 07/25/95, 08/31/95, 09/11/95; Agence France-Presse,
06/20/95, 07/24/95, 07/25/95, 08/03/95, 08/08/95, 08/22/95, 08/24/95, 08/28/95, 09/11/95, 09/12/95;
Reuter, 08/07/95, 08/08/95, 08/17/95, 08/25/95, 09/12/95; La Jornada (Mexico), 09/12/95]
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